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AMBASSADOR TO NORWAY,
HISTORIAN OF BETHEL:
THE CAREER OF
MARGARET JOY TIBBETTS
BY ANDY DEROCHE
Margaret Tibbetts grew up in Bethel, graduated from Gould Academy,
and later earned a Ph.D. from Bryn Mawr. As a career Foreign Service
officer, she served in Europe and Africa in a variety of positions until being named U.S. ambassador to Norway in 1964. Her work as one of the
first female ambassadors set the stage for future women to play even bigger roles in U.S. foreign relations. The author grew up in Hanover,
Maine, and attended Rumford High School. Majoring in history, he
earned a B.A. from Princeton University, an M.A. from the University of
Maine, and a Ph.D. from the University of Colorado. His major publications include a study of U.S.-Zimbabwe relations and a biography of
Andrew Young. He teaches history at Front Range Community College
and international affairs at the University of Colorado. He lives in Longmont, Colorado, with his wife Heather. They have two children and have
adopted their niece.

S

INCE THE early 1990s, historians have paid more attention to the
important role of women and the significance of gender in American diplomacy, successfully creating a vibrant sub-field within the
study of U.S. foreign relations. A 2012 roundtable in Diplomatic History,
the leading journal in the field, illuminated the progress that has been
made over the past two decades. In her introduction to the roundtable,
scholar Katherine Sibley noted that focusing on women or gender was
no longer as controversial as it had been twenty years before. She applauded the fact that the roundtable included several biographical entries.1 In her concluding comments, historian Laura McEnaney contended that the articles in the roundtable demonstrated that historians
have moved beyond debating the question of whether gender was relevant to the study of U.S. foreign relations. As a result, scholars can now
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get down to the business of assessing the significance of women in
American diplomacy.2
More work still needs to be done to incorporate women and gender
into the study of U.S. foreign relations, and this essay on the life of a female diplomat adds to this growing body of work. Maine native Margaret Tibbetts served as a distinguished diplomat for over twenty years,
eventually becoming ambassador to Norway in 1964. At that time she
was only the eighth woman to be in charge of a U.S. embassy. Upon returning to Washington in 1969 she worked briefly as deputy assistant
secretary of state for European affairs before retiring in 1971 to Bethel,
where she lived for nearly forty years until her death in 2010. In spite of
her significant role in U.S. foreign relations and the history of Maine, she
has received very little attention from scholars.3 As a path-breaking female ambassador who opened doors for future American women, one of
the most successful Maine natives to serve the nation in the twentieth
century, and a key contributor to the study and preservation of local history in Bethel, the career of Margaret Tibbetts deserves closer examination. Tibbetts relied on her intelligence and skill to help craft U.S. foreign relations during the Cold War. As one of the very first female
Foreign Service officers, Tibbetts opened the door for future well-educated women to play key roles in American diplomacy.

Background and Education
Margaret Joy Tibbetts was born on August 26, 1919, in Bethel, the
third child of Dr. Raymond Tibbetts and Pearl Ashby Tibbetts. Her father’s family, Puritan yeoman farmers from England, had migrated to
Maine in the 1640s. Raymond Tibbetts, born in 1875, graduated from
Bowdoin College and medical school. He served the village of Bethel and
the surrounding area as a family doctor for decades.4 When Margaret
was a girl in the 1920s and early 1930s, he only charged one or two dollars for visits in town. House calls to more distant farms cost five dollars.
If he went out at night, his wife, a nurse, often accompanied him and left
the three children at home. While they never enjoyed great wealth, Margaret and her siblings grew up in a nurturing home, and she was proud
to be the daughter of a well-respected doctor and nurse.5
The Ashby family, her mother’s clan, had not been in Maine as long,
but had been among the pioneer settlers in Aroostook County. Although
her mother, who was born in 1885, did not have a high level of formal
education, she had a sharp mind and was very creative. She published a
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novel in the 1930s called Land under Heaven, which was based on the
story of her family in Aroostook County. Margaret spent a lot of time
with her mom during her childhood, and greatly enjoyed going on outings with her. They swam in Songo Pond, walked in the woods of Oxford
County, and hiked in the nearby White Mountains.6 As Margaret later
recalled, her mother had a special ability to make anything she and the
children were doing seem fun, and to “make life an adventure.”7
Her youth as a tomboy prepared Margaret for a very busy four years
at Bethel’s Gould Academy, where she participated in several sports including basketball and volleyball. She also served as editor of the school
newspaper and was active in theatre. A very good all-around student, she
was a member of the debating team and was the valedictorian of the
class of 1937. The yearbook presciently described her as “modern, jovial,
and trustworthy,” all suitable characteristics for a future diplomat.8
Francis Crane, the wife of Gould’s assistant headmaster, suggested to
Doctor Tibbetts that Margaret attend Wheaton, a small women’s college
in Massachusetts that was her alma mater. It turned out to be a perfect
choice, not too close to home in Bethel but also not too far away.
Margaret was very active during her years at Wheaton College. She
played basketball, took part in student government, and worked as a
waitress and an usher in church to help pay her tuition. She majored in
history and studied diligently. She was chosen for Phi Beta Kappa as a
junior and then graduated summa cum laude in 1941. One of her
Wheaton professors encouraged her to apply to the Ph.D. program at
Bryn Mawr College. She was accepted by Bryan Mawr, Columbia, and
Radcliffe. Bryn Mawr offered the best funding, so she was off to Pennsylvania.9 Focusing on British political history, Tibbetts sailed through
graduate school and in 1944 she left Bryn Mawr with both a master’s degree and a doctorate in hand.

First Government Jobs
A University of Pennsylvania historian who was working for the Organization of Strategic Services (OSS) had close connections with the
history faculty at Bryn Mawr, and he heard positive things about Tibbetts. The OSS gathered and processed intelligence for the U.S. government during World War II, and was essentially the predecessor to the
Central Intelligence Agency. The OSS recruited her to work in its research and development section, where she specialized in English history and politics. She had also considered being a college professor, but,
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partly because her older brother had died in the service, she felt strongly
that she should contribute to the war effort. After a two-week vacation
in Bethel, Margaret journeyed to Washington to begin her career as a
government official. She passed the civil service exam with flying colors,
officially joining the OSS with a rank of P-1 (professional junior grade).
Because of her Ph.D. she was quickly promoted to P-2.
Tibbetts enjoyed her time working for the OSS, scurrying around
the place as a junior assistant and coming into contact with a large group
of brilliant scholars and officials. She had coffee every morning with a
well-respected philosopher named Norman Brown. She wrote a paper
for Walt Rostow, who became the national security advisor in the 1960s.
She did some research for Ralph Bunche, the first African American to
win the Nobel Peace prize. Working for the OSS during World War II
was like going through a second graduate program; it helped sharpen
her analytical abilities and prepared her for a career in diplomacy. As the
war wound down, Tibbetts was still considering a career in academia
and was offered a job at Smith College in Massachusetts. Instead, she
opted to accept a position with the State Department and remain in
Washington.10
For the next few years, Tibbetts worked in the Office of British Commonwealth Affairs. One of her most noteworthy assignments was to attend the 1948 meeting of the United Nation’s General Assembly in Paris.
She spent most of this period working in Washington at the Canadian
Desk, though, where she was busy briefing and debriefing employees for
the fourteen U.S. consulates in Canada. The demanding workload
meant that she was given considerable freedom to demonstrate her abilities, which her colleagues appreciated. “I got along well with them and
was quick to learn,” she noted. She also benefitted from once again being
surrounded by good teachers: “I landed with people who trained me
very thoroughly.”11 In 1949 she was the first domestic State Department
employee chosen for a new exchange program with the Foreign Service,
and her initial overseas posting was in the political affairs section at the
U.S. embassy in London.

Working in London
Tibbetts’ responsibilities included reporting on Britain’s policies towards its African colonies, so she “wrangled an invitation” to a conference for U.S. diplomats working in Africa, held in Mozambique in 1950.
Getting there on a British Overseas Airways Corporation plane was a
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“slow process,” flying through the days and then spending the nights
along the way in Sicily, Egypt (where she visited the pyramids), Uganda,
and Southern Rhodesia. Tibbetts enjoyed the opportunity to see Victoria Falls, as well as the local flora and fauna.12
What made more of an impression on Tibbetts than the natural
beauty of the region, however, was the racism of her companions, most
of whom were Englishmen living in Southern Rhodesia. As the plane
carried them farther south, they had become more outspoken in their
views regarding black Africans and how the colonies should be managed. They were “candid” about their support for “a very firmly racist
policy.” According to Tibbetts, these settlers were the “most reactionary
British or English people on the face of the earth.” During her stay in the
luxurious Victoria Falls Hotel, Tibbetts was amazed at how her white
counterparts shared their frank opinions regarding Africans right in
front of the staff, as if these workers were not even there. She was similarly shocked by the African men standing in the women’s bathroom
with soap and towels. According to the racial attitudes among whites in
Southern Rhodesia, this was perfectly acceptable because these men did
not really “exist” as adult human beings; Tibbetts was uncomfortable because “they did exist of course.”13
Her observations of the prevalent racism in Southern Rhodesia may
well have allowed her to empathize more easily with the African representatives who came to London in the spring of 1952 to present their
case against the proposed Rhodesian Federation, which would combine
the three colonies of Nyasaland (later Malawi), Northern Rhodesia (later
Zambia), and Southern Rhodesia (later Zimbabwe) into one. At a meeting with sympathetic members of Parliament, seventeen men expressed
their concern that federation would mean the expansion of not only
Southern Rhodesian racism into the other two territories, but also the
spread of even more racist South African influence. The leader of the
group was Harry Nkumbula, who Tibbetts characterized as a good
speaker but also as “an angry and bitter man.” She contended that his argument was not entirely logical, but his commitment to the cause was
commendable. Nkumbula and his associates were “determined men,”
and their opposition was significant.14
At the same time, Tibbetts observed that Nkumbula’s group had very
few allies in London. The left wing of the Labour Party did express opposition to federation. However, most members of Parliament, like the
general public in Britain, cared very little about what was happening in
southern Africa. Attention to the Rhodesian situation may even have de-
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clined later in 1952. In November, Tibbetts commented that “public interest in the question of Federation has yielded somewhat to the more
dramatic issue of the Mau Maus in Kenya.”15 The Mau Mau uprising
would last until 1960 and its brutal suppression by the British military
would claim the lives of well over 10,000 people.16 As Tibbetts predicted,
people in Britain were in fact very concerned about the Mau Maus,
which surely reduced the attention paid to the debate over creating a
Rhodesian Federation. Early in 1953 she concluded that “there would
appear to be no political obstacle in the United Kingdom for putting
Federation through.”17 With little opposition in Parliament, the Colonial
Office strongly supported federation, focusing primarily on economic
benefits. Britain was broke after World War II, and consolidating control
of the three territories was seen as a way to foster big profits from the
copper mines of Northern Rhodesia.18 This view won the day.
In mid-1953, Tibbetts reported that “the final steps in the creation of
the Federation of Central Africa” were being taken in Parliament. She
contended that the Colonial Office knew what it was getting into. She
characterized the British diplomats as realistic individuals who truly believed that this step was in the best interests of the United Kingdom. She
also assured her superiors that Colonial Office officials were not racists
or supporters of apartheid, and that they saw real opportunities for
black Africans in the proposed federation government. She strongly believed that the United States should support this policy. “Admittedly
Federation is a gamble and there are many rocks in the road ahead,” she
opined, but “the responsible leaders and officials of the British Government would not have been convinced of its necessity if they had not seen
in Federation the possibility of creating in Central Africa a stable society
which would ultimately strengthen Britain’s position.”19 The U.S. government, partly motivated by Cold War anti-communism, accepted Tibbetts’ advice and seconded Britain’s policies towards the Rhodesian Federation throughout its ten-year existence.20
Tibbetts served as a diplomat during the Cold War. This ideological
struggle between the leader of the world’s capitalist democracies, the
United States, and the leader of the communist world, the Soviet Union,
was the determining factor in U.S. foreign policy during Tibbetts’ nearly
twenty years of service. Starting with the announcement of the Truman
Doctrine (aid to Turkey and Greece) in March 1947, the bottom line of
most U.S. foreign policy for the next forty-five years was to contain communism. Examples of foreign interventions abound during this period,
including wars in Korea and Vietnam, as well as smaller-scale interven-
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In late 1954, Margaret Tibbetts began her second overseas posting, in the Belgian colony of the Congo. Her responsibility was to monitor economic developments in the region. Courtesy of the Bethel Historical Society.

tions in Angola, Cuba, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Iran, just to name a
few. In the 1960s the newly independent Congo would also be a top priority for policymakers and attract several interventions and lots of
money.

Stint in the Congo
Her second overseas posting, which began in late 1954, was in the
Belgian colony of the Congo, in the heart of Africa. Central Africa was
extremely important to the United States in the 1950s as a source of
metals such as uranium, copper, cobalt, and chromium.21 There was not
a great variety of American business activity in the Congo in the 1950s,
but the United States did have a crucial interest in the mining sector
there, as well as in neighboring Northern Rhodesia. The metals produced in Central Africa were in high demand in the United States. Copper was needed for bullets used in the war in Korea. Additionally, President Dwight Eisenhower decided to create a stockpile of strategic
metals. As a result, the United States invested quite heavily in the Congo
and the Rhodesian Federation in the 1950s.22
Tibbetts’ assignment at the U.S. consulate was to monitor economic
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developments in the region, but the consul general spent a lot of time
away from the post, which left her in control and gave her valuable management experience. During one of his absences, a document was submitted by some Congolese workers calling for better treatment, and Tibbetts opted to forward it to the State Department.23 She expressed
concern that the Belgians were creating a “Frankenstein’s monster” in
the Congo with their labor policies, and that there could very well be difficult days ahead in the Congo.24 Her warnings proved to be quite accurate, unfortunately.25
Officials from the State Department inspected the consulate and
were impressed that Tibbetts had been in charge for about half of the
time that year. She also displayed remarkable ingenuity while in the
Congo. When her boss questioned how she would be able to report on
economic issues, since, as a woman, she was not allowed into the allmale business clubs such as the Rotary, she informed him that she would
simply visit the businessmen individually in their offices. Her determination resulted in a thorough study of what Americans needed to do in
order to conduct business in the Congo, which greatly pleased the Commerce Department back in Washington. She also utilized her academic
background to make several friends at the local university, which similarly paid dividends in terms of helpful information for her reports.26
About halfway through her two-year stint in Leopoldville, Tibbetts
was pleasantly surprised by the visit of Congresswoman Frances Bolton
(R-OH), who, as a member of the House Foreign Affairs Committee’s
subcommittee on Africa, believed it was her duty to learn about that
complex continent. Bolton, as one of only seventeen women among the
435 members of the House, was quite a trailblazer herself, and she also
coincidently was a personal acquaintance of Margaret. Bolton had visited Bethel frequently with her brother William Bingham, the wealthy
benefactor of Gould Academy, and on one of her visits she had met the
Tibbetts family. She took time out from her busy itinerary to compose a
letter to Dr. Raymond Tibbetts. “Imagine my surprise when I found your
daughter here,” Bolton wrote. “All the many Bethel memories swept over
me once again – Gould – and your many years of consecrated service,”
the congresswoman continued. About Margaret she observed that “she is
doing a fine job, that daughter of yours. She looks and acts well. Tennis
and golf with a sound philosophy have served a useful purpose.” Bolton
concluded that “America is better for her being here.”27 After her threemonth African adventure, Bolton was a key player in the creation of the
State Department’s new Bureau of African Affairs.28
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Back to Washington, then to Belgium
Tibbets would not be part of the new African Bureau, though. After
completing her assignment in the Congo she returned to Washington
and “moved very quickly” to request a transfer back to European Affairs.
She believed it would be better for her career, and it would be more fun
to focus on European issues, where she could work with a more talented
group of U.S. diplomats. She succeeded in getting the transfer, and
worked in the European Bureau at the State Department for two years,
until 1959, when she was moved to the International Cooperation Administration (ICA) to promote economic development.29 In 1960, she
returned to Africa briefly on an ICA mission, to help lay the groundwork
for the Congo’s independence. While crossing the colony on a plane,
which also included Patrice Lumumba as a passenger, she witnessed the
nationalist leader in action. At each stop Lumumba addressed large
crowds, and he impressed Tibbetts as a “charismatic” individual who
had thought clearly about his goals.30 He would not get a chance to carry
them out, however, as he was assassinated in early 1961. Shortly thereafter, Joseph Mobutu seized power and he would run the Congo as his
own “kleptocracy” for approximately thirty years.31
Tibbetts finished her stint at the ICA later in 1961 and was sent to
work as a political officer at the American embassy in Belgium. At this
time, there was debate over whether French or Flemish should be the official language in Belgium. She asked the wives of several of her colleagues to visit the markets in the important Waterloo district of Brussels and determine which language was being spoken more regularly.
They reported to her that people in the markets mostly spoke French,
and Tibbetts used this information to craft a helpful report for the State
Department. It was this type of efficiency and innovation that earned a
“grudging seal of approval” from Douglas MacArthur II, the U.S. ambassador to Belgium. MacArthur was tough, and difficult to please. His
recommendation was crucial in order for Tibbetts to be considered for
her own ambassadorship. Furthermore, this was one instance in which
she believed that being a woman gave her an advantage over male diplomats, who were often not as creative about how they gathered information and “not terribly observant.”32

Catching LBJ’s Eye
Returning to Washington in late 1963, she was selected to participate
in the State Department’s prestigious Senior Seminar in 1964.33 Presi-
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dent Lyndon Johnson, having recently taken office in the aftermath of
John Kennedy’s assassination, was determined to appoint women to ambassador positions as soon as possible. Although perhaps partly motivated by political considerations, Johnson truly intended to use his
power as president to help marginalized groups in this country. He gets a
lot of credit, as he should, for standing up for civil rights for people of
color. His vision for America also included women’s rights. According to
biographer Robert Dallek, Johnson was “an unflinching advocate of social reforms that promised large improvements in the lives of all Americans, particularly minorities and women.”34
On January 20, 1964, Johnson told Secretary of State Dean Rusk to
find some outstanding females quickly “before these women run me
out.” Johnson believed he needed to pay attention to women’s rights issues or else women’s groups would turn against him politically and perhaps cost him the 1964 election. This was highly unlikely given that he
would face Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ), but Johnson was notoriously paranoid and overly sensitive. On January 25, Johnson returned to
the issue during a conversation with George Ball, the undersecretary of
state. The president asked Ball, “Now are you all going to get some good
woman for me over at the State Department in a relatively high position?” Ball responded that they were working on it. Johnson continued,
“I want a real outstanding woman. I want a George Ball or a Dean
Rusk.”35
One “outstanding woman” that State officials identified for Johnson
was Bethel native Margaret Tibbetts. On March 28, 1964, during a press
conference at his ranch in Texas, Johnson announced, “We have named,
or planned to name, as Ambassador, Miss Margaret Joy Tibbetts, who is
a Foreign Service Officer of the first class.” He then noted that she “has a
Ph.D. from Bryn Mawr,” and that she “was born in Maine.”36 At the time
of the announcement, Tibbetts and her classmates in the Senior Seminar
were touring the western United States. They visited the San Joaquin
Valley in California and drove up the Pacific coast, where she was
amazed by the “fabulous redwoods.” On March 29 she learned that President Johnson “said I was to be an ambassador.” That night she stayed at
the Broadmoor Hotel in Colorado Springs, and the next day she toured
the Air Force Academy. She spoke with officials at the State Department
who told her that the rumor was she would be sent to Finland.37
Back in Washington in April, Tibbetts waited to learn of the final decision regarding her posting. In the meantime she and two other
women, who had also been promoted to be First Class officers in the
Foreign Service, were invited to talk with President Johnson in the Oval
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Secretary of State Dean Rusk oversaw the ceremony in which Tibbetts was
sworn in as ambassador to Norway. The ceremony took place in August 1964 in
the John Quincy Adams room at the State Department. Courtesy of the Bethel
Historical Society.

Office. The meeting was arranged by Johnson’s appointment advisor,
Ken O’Donnell, in response to a memorandum from William Crockett,
the State Department’s undersecretary for administration. Crockett emphasized the significance of three women – Tibbetts, Carol Laise, and
Katherine Bracken - being promoted to the highest rank in the Foreign
Service all at once.38 “In order to highlight the President’s interest in full
utilization of the talents of women,” Crockett suggested that Johnson
should “meet with these three women officers at his earliest convenience.”39 According to biographer Dallek, Johnson really believed that
the government should “reflect the shift in social and political mood toward fulfilling constitutional mandates on equal treatment under the
law.” He even seriously considered appointing a woman to the Supreme
Court but decided instead to appoint Thurgood Marshall.40
On April 28, 1964, the three female Foreign Service officers arrived
at the White House in a limousine to visit the president. In her diary
Tibbetts noted that it was a wet and humid day, and that for the big
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In April 1964, President Lyndon Johnson met with Margaret Tibbetts (far left),
Carol Laise, and Katherine Bracken, all of whom had been recently promoted to
First Class officers in the Foreign Service. Photo by Cecil Stoughton. Courtesy of
the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library.

event she wore a two-piece blue and green dress she had purchased in
London. She described the meeting with Johnson as “rather fabulous,”
but she was not impressed by the loquaciousness of her colleagues, Laise
and Bracken. “I was embarrassed by my colleagues’ garrulity,” she confided. Afterwards she went to her office at the State Department to do
some work and then spent a quiet evening at home.41
Her success attracted attention in the hometown Bethel Citizen,
which printed a photo and lengthy profile of her on the front page on
May 28. The article summarized her education and career accomplishments, culminating with the recent announcement by President Johnson that she would be nominated for an ambassadorship. “Miss Tibbetts’
assignments have taken her to increasingly responsible posts since her

Margaret Tibbetts



first year,” the local paper proudly proclaimed. The story also noted that
she would be speaking at the Gould Academy alumni luncheon during
the graduation weekend events in early June.42
A few weeks later the Johnson Administration decided that her assignment would be in Oslo, Norway. She was likely assigned to the embassy in Oslo simply because a position opened up there. However, the
fact that women had already served there successfully and that Tibbetts
was a career Foreign Service officer in the State Department’s European
Division also probably factored into the decision. Sending her to Asia or
Africa would have made much less sense. Norway was certainly not controversial or challenging in the way that Vietnam or other countries in
Europe, such as France, could be, but it was not an unimportant post.
Norway was a key NATO ally, one that shared a short border with the
Soviet Union. Sending Tibbetts there demonstrated some level of confidence and trust in her. On June 29, Tibbetts heard from a Washington
Post reporter that the story of her nomination as ambassador to Norway
had leaked. The “premature publicity” worried her.43 On the other hand,
when her mother Pearl Tibbetts back in Bethel was informed by a journalist from the Portland Press Herald the following day, she was thrilled.
“Such a fine post,” she wrote in her journal. She relished the praise for
her “brilliant daughter” in all of the Maine newspapers and from various
callers.44
Margaret busied herself in Washington throughout July preparing
for her confirmation hearings as ambassador to Norway, and enjoying
the pleasures of summer in the nation’s capital. She began taking Norwegian lessons. She played tennis regularly and attended several Washington Senators baseball games. She went to a concert featuring Harry
Belafonte and Miriam Makeba, which she described as a “splendid
show.” Several members of Congress, including Senator Edmund
Muskie (D-ME), Senator Margaret Chase Smith (R-ME), and Representative Frances Bolton (R-OH), hosted her for lunch on Capitol Hill. She
struggled to sleep soundly in the humid Washington summer.45 In western Maine, where it was also getting warmer, but not nearly as humid,
her mom was busy picking blueberries. On July 20, she spent the day
digging in her yard as a rabbit looked on. That night Pearl’s summer
routine was pleasantly interrupted by the delivery of a telegram from
President Johnson officially notifying her daughter Margaret that he was
sending her nomination as ambassador to Norway to the Senate.46 According to the telegram Johnson was “pleased” and “delighted” that Tibbetts would “be able to serve the nation in this capacity.”47
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Margaret Tibbetts and President Johnson met again in the Oval Office in September 1964, before Tibbetts left for Oslo. Photo by O.J. Rapp. Courtesy of the
Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library.

Senate Confirmation Hearing and Oval Office Visit
On July 27, Margaret Tibbetts studied Norwegian and had her hair
done. The next day she went to Capitol Hill for her hearing with members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Senator William Fulbright (D-AR), the chair of the committee, led the discussion and was
joined by senators George Aiken (R-VT) and Frank Carlson (R-KS). Initially the conversation focused on Tibbetts’ experiences in the State Department’s Senior Seminar. The conversation soon moved to other topics. Senator Fulbright inquired, “Is there any – is it purely coincidental
that people seem to be so prominent from the state of Maine or do you
have any explanation for that?” Tibbetts responded that she “had no explanation for that.” Fulbright continued, “Is there anything in the climate of Maine that would?” Tibbetts then interjected, “I am a most ar-
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dent supporter of the climate of Maine.” Fulbright jokingly wondered
whether that was “because it is so vigorous that only the fit survive?”
Tibbetts concluded the friendly exchange, “It is a very stimulating climate, Mr. Chairman.”48
After Fulbright finished his questioning, it was Senator Aiken’s turn.
Being from a state close to Maine, he added a bit of regional humor to
the discussion. Aiken joked that “the only thing which Miss Tibbetts
lacks is being from Bethel instead of Norway.” Tibbetts responded
quickly that “Norway is very near.” Aiken then added that he thought
Tibbetts resembled her predecessor as ambassador in Oslo, Frances
Willis. Willis, who earned a Ph.D. from Stanford and taught political science at Vassar College for a few years before becoming a diplomat, had
been the first female career Foreign Service officer to become an ambassador and also the first to serve in three nations.49 Tibbetts, who had met
Willis in London, had been mentored by the older diplomat and resembled her in terms of education and vocation. She responded to Aiken’s
comparison by saying: “Thank you. It is a very high compliment, Senator.”50 After some more friendly banter the session adjourned. In Tibbetts’ opinion the experience had been “very pleasant,” and it “went
well.”51 The senators agreed and she was approved.
In August 1964, Secretary of State Dean Rusk oversaw the ceremony
in which Tibbetts was officially sworn in as ambassador to Norway.
Rusk’s facilitation of her advancement was another example of the secretary of state standing up for equal opportunity and battling discrimination. He had been one of the very first government officials to testify
in support of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and had intervened to secure a
visa so an African-American diplomat could travel to South Africa. Rusk
rightly has been praised for advancing racial equality, and his support of
Tibbetts’ promotion suggests that he also deserves some credit as an advocate for women’s rights, as does his boss, President Johnson.52 The
ceremony took place in the impressive John Quincy Adams Room at the
State Department, and was a prestigious event. Tibbetts later recalled
that the high-level attention at her swearing-in was quite an honor and
“pleased” her, because she appreciated getting respect from her Foreign
Service peers such as Rusk.53
In early September, Johnson’s advisors decided to invite Tibbetts
back for a second visit to the Oval Office. Gordon Chase informed Jack
Valenti that in terms of national security there was “no pressing reason”
for a return visit, and if there was no available time slot then he was certain she would “take rejection like a trouper.”54 On the other hand, if
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Margaret Tibbetts and Secretary of State Dean Rusk greet one another. Courtesy
of the Bethel Historical Society.

Valenti could find a few minutes in Johnson’s schedule for Tibbetts,
there would be an “upshot,” and it would be “largely for the purpose of
making some points with the domestic ladies.”55 Valenti did find the
time. After “puttering around” all morning on September 12, Tibbetts
“dashed to the White House,” waited for quite some time with George
Ball and several other diplomats, and then “briefly” saw the president for
the second time that year.56 Although she did not record her feelings in
her diary, it must have been another exciting encounter for the Bethel
native.

Ambassadorship in Norway
A few days later on September 16, Tibbetts set sail on a cruise ship
for Norway. Exhausted from the whirlwind of activity leading up to her
departure, she went to bed early in her quarters, which she considered
“very comfortable.” On September 24, the boat arrived in Copenhagen.
Tibbetts had a lunch meeting with Ambassador Katherine White, who
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had been nominated for the post in Denmark in early March and on the
job for about three weeks. During the next four years these two female
ambassadors would have considerable contact. Tibbetts characterized
White as a “smart woman” and an “excellent ambassador.”57 After this
first lunch with White, Tibbetts returned to the ship. It soon headed for
Oslo, and arrived the next day. Ambassador Tibbetts spoke to journalists
at a press conference, looked over her office, and then did a radio interview. She was pleased by her residence, which she described as a “large
luxurious house” that had “all the fixings.” After eating dinner and reading, she slept soundly. The next morning, September 26, she went to her
office and did a little work. In the afternoon she walked around downtown Oslo and then bought some local newspapers.58
On October 6, the new American ambassador presented her credentials to Norway’s King Olav V. She “chatted” with him for about ten minutes, and thought that he was “fascinating.”59 Her initial impression of
King Olav was quite positive because he was so “relaxed,” and immediately she became “very fond” of him. He told her that they were expected
to give speeches, but he would rather talk with her informally. He accepted the official letter of appointment from President Johnson and
proceeded to put it on his desk, which was piled high with books and papers. She later wondered “if they ever found it” amidst the clutter.60 She
celebrated afterwards by drinking a glass of champagne with Norwegian
officials; that evening she attended a reception.
Tibbetts’ decision to learn Norwegian had been a point of discussion
during her Senate confirmation hearings. When one of the senators
asked why she was doing so, she had replied with a chuckle that it was
“because the people in Norway [speak] Norwegian.”61 As simple as that
sounds, it is not always the case that American ambassadors learn local
languages. If she had only intended to speak with high-level diplomats
or business people, she could certainly have gotten by with English or
French. However, her philosophy of being a good ambassador was that
you “don’t just associate with the upper echelon,” but you should work
hard to “know a wide cross-section of the population.” In order to do so,
she believed it was important to learn Norwegian. “When you are visiting a little town and the people are taking you through a new school or
showing you a slate quarry,” she explained, “you want to be able to talk
with them.”62 Although Tibbetts had learned French and studied German before taking on Norwegian, she humbly commented that she was
“not a good linguist.” She believed that her Norwegian was only “good
enough to get by.” When scholar Ann Morin commented that she had
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heard the ambassador spoke Norwegian very well, Tibbetts replied, with
a laugh, that it “depends on whom you’re talking to.”63 In any case, she
had made the effort, which must have made a positive impression with
locals in Norway.64
Less than three months after her arrival in Oslo, Tibbetts helped to
welcome an important guest from the United States. On December 8,
1964, Ambassador Tibbetts greeted the party of Martin Luther King, Jr.,
as he arrived in Oslo for the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony. On the way
from the United States he had stopped in London, and, at St. Paul’s
Cathedral, he gave a speech in which he called for sanctions against
apartheid South Africa and emphasized the connections between the
fight for freedom in the southern United States and southern Africa.
When he arrived in Oslo, there was a big crowd and a lot of commotion,
and Tibbetts did not sleep well that night, “thinking of M.L. King.” She
went to her office the next day and read some of the files about King.
That evening she hosted a reception for him and his entourage, and noticed that he seemed “tired.” His wife Coretta, on the other hand, enjoyed the festivities. On December 10, she witnessed King’s Nobel acceptance speech. According to Tibbetts, he “spoke well” and was
“well-received.”65 As he had in London, he again commented on the
connections among the various struggles for equality around the globe,
stating that “the freedom movement is spreading the widest liberation in
human history.” Afterwards, he and his colleagues sang “We Shall Overcome” with some Norwegian students in the hotel lobby.66 On December 12, the King entourage departed, and a few days later Tibbetts submitted her formal summary of the event to the State Department.67
The next two years, 1965 and 1966, were busy and satisfying professionally for Tibbetts, as she ran the embassy in Oslo with no major problems. Relations between the U.S. government and the Norwegian government were quite strong, with Norway being a member in good
standing of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). NATO had
been created in the late 1940s as a military alliance to protect Western
Europe from Soviet expansion. Norway was a crucial piece of the puzzle
in NATO’s operations, especially since the two countries shared a short
border. She got along well with Norway’s foreign ministers and defense
ministers. She did not see that as much of an accomplishment, though,
and later joked that “an American ambassador who doesn’t have a good
relationship with Norwegians is out of his mind.” Working in a NATO
country that generally respected the United States did not have the challenges that posts in other parts of the world would have presented. There
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were sometimes demonstrations outside the embassy protesting the
Vietnam War, and occasionally someone would throw a rock through a
window or criticize U.S. policy in Southeast Asia at a party. “The only
thing to do,” Tibbetts remarked, “was to grit your teeth and ride it out
and keep cool.”68
During her tenure in Norway, Tibbetts was involved in negotiations
over military bases. Although the specifics of such negotiations are unknown, there is no doubt that bases in Norway were a high priority for
her as ambassador. While there are officially no foreign bases in Norway
during peacetime, during the 1960s there were approximately one hundred manned military facilities in Norway that were funded primarily by
the United States or NATO. Norway’s responsibility in NATO was to
guard the northern flank of Europe and monitor the sea lanes leading
from the USSR to the north Atlantic.69
Living in Norway, which reminded her of coastal Maine, was quite
pleasant for Tibbetts. She especially enjoyed the wonderful skiing that
was so close to Oslo. “I have to get out and restore my tissues,” she explained.70 She did a lot of reading and knitting in the evenings, and went
hiking and bird-watching on the weekends. As a natural loner, the solitary and peaceful pattern suited her perfectly. Her house servants were
an Italian couple, and they worried about her getting lonely, but she assured them that it was not a problem. They had previously worked for
Frances Willis when she had been the U.S. ambassador to Norway, and
came highly recommended. They did a superb job of cooking and cleaning, and Tibbetts appreciated them very much. After she had retired and
was living in rural Maine again, she admitted that one thing she definitely had liked about being ambassador was having such good servants.
Tibbetts wished she could find someone to help with her housework at
her place on Paradise Hill. “That’s one (unfortunate) thing about
Bethel,” she stated regarding the lack of servants available.71
In 1967, a new diplomat name Rozanne Ridgway joined the U.S. embassy team in Oslo as a political analyst. A graduate of Hamline University in Minnesota, Ridgway entered the Foreign Service directly out of
college at the young age of twenty-one. As soon as she arrived in Norway, she greatly impressed Tibbetts, who quickly concluded that Ridgway really did not need training even though it was her first political position. “Just give her a subject,” observed the ambassador, “and she’d
watch me… and then she’d do it.”72 Tibbetts respected Ridgway for her
intelligence and abilities, and the feeling was definitely mutual. After her
stint in Norway, Ridgway had a long and extremely impressive diplo-



Maine History

matic career that included ambassadorships in Finland and the German
Democratic Republic, and culminated in her influential tenure as assistant secretary of state for European affairs.73 She attributed her successful career in great part to the guidance she had received in Norway under
Tibbetts, whom she described as “brilliant” and having a “super-intellect.” Her experience with the ambassador from Maine was not all business, though. Tibbetts “had a delightful sense of humor,” Ridgway recalled. “Essentially, it was irrepressible, and it would pop out, some
funny remark at a staff meeting,” she added.74
The greatest debt Ridgway owed Tibbetts related to how her superior
had served as a mentor and fostered her development, at “great personal
cost for herself.” She allowed junior officers such as Ridgway to draft reports that she could have written herself “in an instant.” In Ridgway’s assessment, Tibbetts “didn’t need any of us,” and “she could have done
every bit of political analysis at this post, hands tied behind her back,
and I’m sure all of the economic analysis.” However, in the interest of
grooming future leaders for the State Department, most notably Ridgway, Tibbetts “let people grow, make their own mistakes, and have their
own accomplishments.” The price she paid was a lot of boring hours sitting in her office with very little work to do. “She would go walking in
these wonderful yellow rubber boots that had white daisies on the side,”
Ridgway remembered, “because she had nothing to do with her time.”
Working in Oslo “was not a challenging post for someone with that set
of skills,” she concluded. Ridgway tried to pattern her later training of
underlings, when she worked as an ambassador and assistant secretary,
on the exceptional mentoring model that Tibbetts had provided.75 Thus,
most of her time was spent in her office reading over and editing reports
written by her subordinates. She occasionally hosted receptions, which
was not her favorite duty. She preferred to travel around the country to
visit bases and important towns and cities in Norway.
In the spring of 1968, Norway’s King Olav journeyed to Washington
and met with President Lyndon Johnson. Tibbetts contributed significantly to the planning of the affair, and had thoroughly informed her
State Department superiors about King Olav’s preferences and also
about Norwegian customs and traditions. Her work helped guarantee
that the visit transpired without any major hitches, and she was a guest
of honor at the White House state dinner for King Olav on April 25. A
few weeks later, Johnson sent her a photo album of the event as a memento, and thanked her for her “part in making King Olav’s visit with us
a success.”76 Her final major task as ambassador, like her four-year
tenure in Oslo, had gone smoothly.
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After completing her stint in Norway in 1968, Tibbetts returned to
the State Department in Washington. She was soon appointed deputy
assistant secretary of state for European affairs, and was serving in that
position in 1970 when she received the Federal Women’s Award in
recognition of her exemplary work.77 Her career prospects in the U.S.
government seemed very bright, but in 1971, at the age of fifty-two, she
decided to leave the Foreign Service and return to Bethel to care for her
elderly mother. Tibbetts quickly became involved in local education as a
trustee of Gould Academy and a supporter of the town library. She also
lectured part-time in history and political science at Bowdoin College.

Building the Bethel Historical Society
After retiring to western Maine, Tibbetts helped to build the Bethel
Historical Society (BHS) into a very impressive institution. The BHS was
founded in 1966 due to the initiative of local historian Eva Bean. Tibbetts played a crucial role in the expansion of the institution in the
1970s, helping to establish a museum and archives and in the hiring of a
full-time director, Dr. Stanley Howe. Under Howe’s skillful administration over the next three decades, the BHS grew to a membership of
1,400.78 Tibbetts mentored Howe, just as she had trained junior officers
at her embassy in Oslo. She assisted considerably in the acquisition of
outside funding from sources such as the Bingham Foundation, which
generously supported the BHS by helping it to take ownership of the
Moses Mason House. The stately structure quickly became a place
where, in the words of Stan Howe, the BHS could “display and store artifacts, hold events, do research and begin the work of bringing historical
publications and programming to Bethel and the area.”79
Tibbetts’ success in securing assistance from the Bingham Foundation surely was not hurt by her earlier contact with Congresswoman
Bolton, the sister of foundation benefactor William Bingham. Tibbetts
served on the board of directors of the BHS, and held various officer positions over the years.80 She frequently gave lectures on local history, and
published several of these in the society’s newsletter.81 Upon her death
in 2010, at the age of ninety, she donated her papers and memorabilia to
the Bethel History Society’s museum and archives. About a year after she
died, the BHS hosted a slideshow and lecture in honor of her career.82
Fittingly for someone trained to be a professional historian, Tibbetts’
significance includes making a major contribution to the study and
preservation of local history in Maine. She did considerable work, much
of it behind the scenes, to help build the Bethel Historical Society into a
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thriving institution. She mentored Stan Howe, the society’s first fulltime director, and treated him “like a son.”83 She assisted considerably in
the acquisition of crucial outside funding. She held a variety of officer
and board positions for the society over the years, and delivered lectures
and contributed essays on local history for the edification of the membership. The impressive Bethel Historical Society and the archives and
museum in its Regional History Center exist in part thanks to her work.

Legacies of Tibbetts’ Career
First and foremost, Margaret Tibbetts would want to be remembered
as an excellent Foreign Service officer who worked hard and accomplished a lot during her career. She helped shape U.S. policy towards the
Rhodesian Federation and the Congo in the 1950s, served with distinction in Belgium in the early 1960s, and ran a successful embassy in Oslo
from 1964 to 1968. Highlights of her ambassadorship included hosting
Martin King when he received the Nobel Peace Prize and helping to organize King Olav’s visit to the White House. Having earned the respect
of her State Department colleagues, she ended her career as a deputy assistant secretary of state for European affairs.
Perhaps her greatest contribution to U.S. foreign relations, though,
was in demonstrating that a woman could be a successful and highly
competent ambassador. As one of the first female ambassadors, Tibbetts
opened doors for future women such as Rozanne Ridgway, whom she
also mentored, and made it possible for them to become key players at
the very highest levels of American diplomacy. Whereas she had been
only the eighth female U.S. ambassador when she went to Oslo in 1964,
just forty years later in 2004 there were thirty American women serving
as ambassadors out of the total number of 167 U.S. chiefs of mission
around the world.84 In 2010, the year Tibbetts died, more than half of
the new officers joining the Foreign Service were women and thirty percent of all U.S. ambassadors were female.85
Tibbetts had helped to make all of this possible, but she had never
considered herself a crusader for women’s rights. For her there was no
doubt that in the decades following her service many more women
would become influential American diplomats. She believed the best approach was not to focus on someone’s gender, however, but instead to
make sure that they were competent, hard-working, and well-organized.
The question she asked about junior officers such as Ridgway was not
whether they were women, but instead, “Are they good ambassadors.”86
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At the age of fifty-two, Tibbetts decided to leave government service and return
to Bethel. She quickly became a trustee of Gould Academy, the school she attended in her youth. Maine Historical Society Collections.

Thanks partly to the mentoring of Tibbetts, Ridgway became an excellent ambassador, and her success in the 1980s in turn helped pave the
way for qualified women such as Madeleine Albright and Hillary Clinton to oversee U.S. foreign relations. Ambassador Margaret Joy Tibbetts
typified the university-trained career woman who advanced through the
ranks of the State Department primarily on merit. Her successful work
in Africa and Europe during the height of the Cold War helped ensure
that similar women would be given increasingly bigger responsibilities
regarding U.S. foreign relations.
Tibbetts’ accomplishments in public service also signified another
example of a Maine native contributing to American diplomacy or politics at the highest levels. As one of the nation’s first female ambassadors,
she deserves to be acknowledged among the ranks of prominent sons
and daughters of Maine who played roles on the national and interna-
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tional stage during the Cold War, such as Margaret Chase Smith, Edmund Muskie, William Cohen, and George Mitchell. During her confirmation hearings, Senator Fulbright wondered why so many Mainers
served with distinction at the national level. While solving that puzzle is
beyond the scope of this essay, and Tibbetts herself did not have an answer, her career is yet one more example of a Maine native succeeding in
Washington.
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